AND IT WAS NIGHT

1 Samuel 28   Matthew 27:33-46

After they had eaten, Saul and his servants "arose and they went away that night." I suppose it’s always night after a condemned man has eaten his last meal but I couldn’t help but think of Judas’ last meal where we read, “And he went out and it was night.” 

There is something wrong with our story this morning, congregation – and quite apart from the obvious – Saul going to a witch. 

#
For one thing, the chronology is broken. For the events of chapter twenty-nine, the next chapter, happen before the events of the chapter we've read this morning, chapter twenty-eight.

#
But as well as that, all of a sudden the story is about Saul again. Why is the story about Saul again? Didn’t we see a long time ago that Saul was no longer the subject of the story in the book? That David is now the subject of the story because David is the "man after God’s own heart"; David is the anointed King of Israel; the Spirit has left Saul and has come upon David; and David is a type of Christ? But now the story is about Saul again. And then in chapter twenty-nine it’s about the Philistines. Why is the story about the Philistines? And then in chapter thirty it’s about David again – but David’s at Ziklag on personal business – sort of AWOL, while there’s a great battle going on for the life of the nation of Israel. Then in chapter thirty-one it’s about the Philistines again; and about Saul; and Israel’s king is killed. It’s not just night for Saul; it's night for Israel also.

We’ve been working our way through this first book of Samuel and we’ve seen the false start and the rejection of Samuel and the rise of King Saul, who was the people's choice; a king "like the nations round about". We’ve seen the fall of Saul and the steady rise of David and how God revealed David to Israel as their saviour; and how God prepared him for the people; and prepared the people to receive him. But now everything seems to come apart. Everything is at sixes and sevens. 

It doesn’t seem unlike life in our own day and our own world, does it? Good order has gone. We’re all at sixes and sevens – flitting after one wind of doctrine one day and another the next; lurching from one policy in education or health or somewhere else in life, and then to another the next. One day Kyoto was going to reap this harvest of half a billion dollars for us and now we find it’s going to cost us half a billion dollars. You could even say it almost seems as though night is descending upon the western world. Christian leaders are caught up in terrible immorality and breach of sacred trust. Sports stars betray their wives and children with adultery, even though they are supposedly making-up from their past 'indiscretion'. And TV commentators joke about it: that it makes good news – it livens up what is otherwise a boring subject.
 

How do things get to this state congregation? We read in chapter three of first Samuel that, "Word from the Lord was rare in those days" – those days when the judges ruled and "every man did what was right in his own eyes." And the Book of Judges finishes with that horrible rape of the Levite's concubine by the Benjamite tribe. The eleven other tribes realise how terrible this crime is and in their fury they nearly wipe out the tribe of Benjamin. There are only six hundred men of Benjamin left and the rest of Israel has vowed not to give their daughters to the tribe of Benjamin for wives. But one tribe hadn’t responded to that call – probably hadn’t heard it – and they didn’t therefore make that vow. So the rest of Israel slaughter that town to get their marriageable women but they’re still short by two hundred. So they organize a harvest festival and a few scheming elders told the remaining two hundred Benjamite chaps to kidnap any girl they like while they turned a blind eye and palmed off the outraged families. 

That’s what happens, eventually, when society rejects the Word of God. Its solutions are as bad and as horrible as the problems it is trying to solve. So within the last seventy years we have had Mr Hitler’s Final Solution; we ourselves are presently engaged in our own final solution – abortion; we now starve people to death if they’re inconvenient to us – I refer to Terri Schiavo; we commit euthanasia – voluntary or involuntary; we even talk about children born from donor sperm having multiple parents! 

There are times in the affairs of mankind when things must get worse before they get better for we must get to the bottom of the pig-trough before we see our plight and turn to the Lord. As Chesterton, in that wonderful poem, “The Ballad of the White Horse”, has someone say to Alfred in ninth century England when England was being invaded by the Danes; 

I bring you naught for your comfort, naught for your desire,

save that the sky grows darker yet and the sea rises higher. 

And the breakup of the flow of the story, the switching from David to Saul and the Philistines, and back to David and then the Philistines and Saul again, is a kind of literary demonstration of what is happening in Israel itself. Things are on the verge of coming apart at the seams. “The times are out of joint,” as one of Shakespeare’s characters has it. 

Well let’s have a look at this. First of all, there is 

1.
A TERRIBLE PLIGHT
David himself is in a right fix. He thought he would find safety in Gath with the Philistines but now Achish, the king Gath expects him to go to war with the Philistines against his own people, the people over whom he has been anointed king! And he gives that very guarded answer in which he doesn’t commit himself. “Well, you know Achish what I can do.” But David is in mental agony and, whereas he is supposed to be the new saviour of Israel, he can at present do nothing to help. Indeed he himself is in need of salvation. 

Furthermore, we are reminded, to rub it in so we really get the point, that Samuel is dead and buried. The last judge, rejected in life but loved in death (Oh there’s an old story!), who had anointed Saul with such great hopes, is now no longer available for advice or sacrifice. Saul could not go to him if he had wanted to or even if Samuel would have received him. 

And just in case you might think of this possibility – and why not think of this possibility? – Israel had "a king like the nations round about", so why not get insight and guidance like the nations round about get insight and guidance? Trouble is, Saul in his better days, had removed from the land mediums and spiritists.

You get the picture? – the true king is sidelined for lack of faith; the current king, responsible for driving David to Gath, has no source of guidance, divine or demonic; and the Philistines, the whole five lords of the Philistines and their armies, have amassed at Shunem, smack in the middle of Israelite territory – quite a long way from home actually. 

But Saul may not have been completely without recourse. Perhaps, as at other times, there were self-appointed prophets. And although he had killed all the priests at Nob, who were descendants from Eli through Eli’s son, Ithamar, it appears from other Scriptures that Saul had appointed new priests from another line of Aaron’s sons, the line from Eleazer.
 So surely they could get the low-down from the urim and the thummim. But when Saul tried, both prophet and priest, they didn’t work. Silence! The heavens are as brass to Saul. And God didn’t give him any dreams either. 

This is a terrible plight the Lord’s people are in. The real king is sidelined; the actual king is getting no information from the Lord by fair means or foul; and the enemy is camped just over the hill. Secondly, there is 

2.
A GREAT NEED FOR LIGHT 

Actually, whether we are in a terrible plight or not we always need guidance and light. Only God is self-sufficient. Only God knows what to do in any and every situation of and from within himself and from his own resources. Of course; for he creates every situation. We need guidance and God gives it to us primarily through his Word. We need someone as “a light to our feet and a lamp for our path,” as Psalm 119 puts it. And we only get that light in the light of the Lord. “In thy light we see light,” Psalm 36. So at that time when "the Word of the Lord was rare and visions were infrequent," God raised up Samuel and he gave Israel his Word through Samuel. And with the Word of God we have not only guidance but we have certainty and certainty is something else we also strive after, especially certainty for the future. And in Samuel, having the Word of God, Israel had that. At the end of chapter three we read, "Thus Samuel grew and the Lord was with him and let none of Samuel’s words fall to the ground." None of Samuel’s words failed to come true, "and all Israel, from Dan in the north to Beersheba in the south, knew that Samuel was confirmed as a prophet of the Lord. And the Lord appeared at Shiloh because the Lord revealed himself to Samuel at Shiloh by the Word of the Lord." 

But Israel rejected Samuel. But in rejecting Samuel they really rejected the Lord and his Word. They got Saul whom they wanted but he disobeyed the Word of the Lord and therefore God rejected Saul. And all is night for Saul; all is dark; he cannot see his way. And all is night for Israel; all is dark and fear. For that matter, for David at the moment, because he forgot to ask guidance from Gad the prophet whom God had sent to him, or from Abiathar the priest who was with him; instead he went to the world for help and protection; all is dark for David too. 

David, the "man after God’s own heart," turned to the Philistines. Saul, "the king like the nations round about," turned to where the kings of the nations round about turned to – the devil. Because, for all our bluff and loud protestations of confidence and competence, we need help, we need guidance, we need a word from outside ourselves. We know we cannot live on our own resources. And that is why there is this great push around us, on all sides, to find occupants on other planets. As Tom Cruise apparently said in the Herald this week, “You’re not so arrogant as to think we are alone in the universe, are you?” We cannot bear to be alone. But when we won’t accept that God is with us we will believe in any silly thing. 

Well, did Samuel really appear to Saul in this story? We all know that calling up the dead by mediums is wrong. But that doesn’t mean to say it might not work. There are two things we need to keep in mind when we think about this question:

#
the first is; I agree with those who say that we should not think that anyone can disturb those who have died in the Lord and who rest therefore in Christ; 

#
secondly, no-one was more surprised to see Samuel than the medium herself. Whatever she expected to happen she didn’t expect to see Samuel.
 I think that puts the lie to the whole business. For when it did appear to work, when she really found herself in touch with the dead, she didn’t know how to handle it. She was terrified. 

Mediums don’t speak with the dead. There may be communication between men and women on the earth and the world of spirits. But it’s far worse than speaking with the departed dead. In 1 Corinthians chapter 10, the Apostle Paul says this: “What do I mean then? That a thing sacrificed to idols is anything or that an idol is anything? No, but I say that the things which the Gentiles sacrifice, they sacrifice to demons and not to God; and I do not want you to become sharers in demons – communicators with demons, fellowshippers with demons. You cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons. You cannot partake of the table of the Lord and the table of demons.”
 That would account for the fact that sometimes these people who play around with the occult do obtain true information because the devil can give a true prophecy and Paul tells us in Thessalonians that he performs lying wonders.
 

What is going on then, in this instance, in this story? You can look at it two ways. 

#
de Graaf thinks that Saul, in his great distress, saw Samuel in his mind and by telepathy transmitted this image to the medium. He says, “Sometimes we create in our dreams someone who answers our questions and sometimes the answer is true. The voice is actually our own conscience. So the conversation then was really within Saul’s mind – between his desires and fears on the one hand and his conscience, on the other. The woman claimed to see Samuel in her mind. At that moment she had such close contact with Saul’s mind that she recognized Samuel. She screamed with fear. Again Saul reassured her and asked her what she saw. She said she saw a supernatural figure coming up out of the ground. From her description Saul thought he recognized Samuel and then he heard Samuel complaining about being disturbed. Saul admitted he was afraid and that God had forsaken him. Samuel then wanted to know why he had been summoned if the Lord had turned away from Saul." Again, Saul’s conscience was speaking to him.”

I think there are some things that de Graaf says there that are true, especially what he says about dreams and auto-suggestion. But I’m rather unhappy about this idea of telepathy and I don’t think what he says does justice to everything in the text. 

#
This is what I think is going on here. There is a very interesting verse in Ezekiel chapter 14, verses 7 and 8, which reads as follows. God is speaking and he says, “For anyone who separates himself from me and sets up his idols in his heart and puts right before his face the stumbling block of his iniquity, I the Lord will be brought to answer him in my own person and I shall set my face against that man.” There are times, congregation, when God works with us in our own sin to bring us to an end of ourselves or to judgment. 

Maybe, therefore, in this instance God caused Samuel to appear before Saul; or perhaps he even took Samuel’s form upon himself to give Saul a final rebuke and to warn us.
 Either would do.
 Either would explain the woman’s terror for if it were Samuel himself, he appeared in the prophet’s robe – the mark of God’s authority upon him. 

Let us think about what is going on here. Did not Saul desperately need light at this time? Did he not need help from God? He surely did; but what kind of light? You see, Saul is not really looking for guidance here. Saul is simply looking for information about what’s going to happen tomorrow. Saul wants certainty about his future. And outside of Christ that is always sinful because it is not submitting to and living our lives in terms of the Lord and faith.
 God doesn’t give us certainty about the future apart from the fact of the victory of Christ and our sharing in that. Otherwise, as Deuteronomy 29:29 says, “The secret things belong to the Lord our God. The things revealed belong to us and to our sons forever, that we may observe all the words of this law.” 

The certainty that God wants us to live in is the certainty of faith in his Word and his promises and his law; and especially the certainty that we have of faith in the living Word, Jesus Christ. Saul knew God had rejected him as king, yet perhaps he might even still have found grace as a man. If Saul had really wanted to do right by the Lord he should have sought out David. He knew by now that David was the new saviour and king of Israel. 

There is no light, congregation, there is no certainty in this world and in this life outside of faith in God through the Lord Jesus Christ, the only Saviour for Israel, the only Saviour for us all. And that is the one important thing in any situation however desperate it is. Imagine if Saul had done that; imagine if Saul had sought out David? Who knows, the Lord might have enabled David to save Israel and there might not have been that terrible defeat on the mountain of Gilboa and Saul and his sons may not have been killed. That very act of humility on Saul’s part would have saved him some honour. More importantly, maybe he could still even have died in the Lord.

3.
THE HORRORS OF THE NIGHT 

Verse fifteen must be one of the saddest verses in the Bible. Saul answers Samuel and he says, "I am greatly distressed for the Philistines are waging war against me and God has departed from me and no longer answers me, either through prophets or dreams; and therefore I have called you that you might make known to me what I should do." 

"Well, why drag me up then?” says Samuel. “Since the Lord has deserted you and become your adversary, there’s nothing I can do. This is only what the Lord said, Saul, when you disobeyed repeatedly, and ultimately in regard to Amalek, years ago." "Years ago Samuel,” Saul might have replied, “years ago! Is there no grace with God?” “Oh yes,” says Samuel, “there's grace with God alright; but there's no repentance with you, Saul. Not since that little while very early on have you accepted and obeyed the Lord’s Word; and now you seek help by means expressly forbidden. So tomorrow you will be with me. You will be in the place of the dead.” 

And Saul fell full length on the floor. There wasn’t much in Saul before; the stuffing’s  completely knocked out of him now. And people joke that at least they’ll be with their mates in hell. Jesus calls it “blackness of darkness forever where there is only weeping and gnashing of teeth.” Saul will be there with his three sons, or some of them. Jonathan wasn’t, I believe; Jonathan was a righteous man. But the company of his sons is no consolation because he feels the blackness now. He’s weeping now. Already he’s gnashing his teeth and crying, “If only!” 

The night over Israel right now with no saviour, no communication from God, no word or help from outside, is very dark. And people of God, the night is becoming pretty dark over New Zealand right now. We’ve been rejecting the Word of the Lord and we are turning to all these sorts of things in consequence. How long do we have to wait before the Lord finally departs from New Zealand and becomes our open adversary? Because to reject the Word of the Lord is to make covenant with the devil and with death.
 Saul even swears by the name of the Lord that no harm would come to this agent of the devil, the medium. 

But the night of hell is far worse – so why shouldn’t Saul fall into a faint at the prospect of it? Jesus did, in the Garden of Gethsemane. He saw in his mind’s eye that "darkness that could be felt" looming up before him. He felt God-forsakenness creeping upon him and he cried out, “If it be possible Father, will you let this cup pass from me?” For the darkness of hell is infinite; and for mankind it is final. There’s a great gulf fixed between death and life and there is no traffic between the two. There is no second opportunity if we tell God a final no in this life. 

The night is horrible! Why are we not more urgent, brothers and sisters? I have thought, as I have written this sermon this week, why am I not more urgent? Why are we sometimes so caught up with life in this world? even the trivialities of life in this world? Could it be that there’s some kind of veil over our hearts almost like that over the hearts of Israel as they rejected Christ two thousand years ago and continue to do so (by and large), and as Saul rejected David three thousand years ago? – some sort of dimness over our minds that we don’t even see the glory of the Lord Jesus Christ? or the horror of being without him? the horror of others being without him? The darkness of the night is horrible.

4.
THE SAVIOUR IN THE NIGHT BREAKS THE NIGHT WITH HIS LIGHT 

#
After being fed by the witch, Saul and his servants "arose and they went away that night" – to die the next day on the battlefield of Gilboa. 

#
After being fed by the Lord Jesus Christ Judas "went out and it was night"
 – to die the next day. He hanged himself and it seems the rope must have broken for he fell down onto the rocks below and they gouged out his intestines. 

#
After feeding Judas, Jesus also went out into the night and it was night for Jesus too:

- in the Garden of Gethsemane as he saw the great darkness of Golgotha in his

mind;

- in the hall of Gabbatha as Pilate and the Jews condemned him to that darkness, a 

darkness far greater than they understood;

- and so, on the hill of Golgotha, "as from the sixth hour darkness fell upon the

land until the ninth hour, and about the ninth hour Jesus cried out with a loud voice saying, My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?" 

Brothers and sisters, friends, Saul was eternally lost in the blackness of darkness forever. On the other hand, David was eventually delivered from his darkness and became a great king and saviour of Israel, "the man after God’s own heart," the type of the Lord Jesus Christ, the only real Saviour of mankind. Yet David was only a man and we see great sin in him later on. He was only an example of Christ, and a very imperfect one at that. 

But Jesus Christ had the heart of God in reality, in every respect, because he was God, and as the thief on the cross said, “This man has done nothing amiss.” And the great eternal darkness came upon The Saviour in response to an act of absolute and complete faith, unlike David; an act of absolute and complete obedience, contrary to Saul. And the desertion that came upon The Saviour came upon him that we might never be forsaken. He offered himself to that darkness of death that we might enjoy the light of life. 

Jesus Christ is the living Word of God in whom we must trust, in whom we must find all true knowledge and wisdom and guidance. He is the Word of God that, contrary to the passing words and wisdom of man and of the devil, abides forever and therefore it is eternally certain and sure and saving. In him, people of God, we may and we must put our complete faith and trust. The question is – will we, like Saul in ultimate pride and folly, reject him and go out into eternal night? Or will we receive him and bow before him and enjoy the eternal light of his salvation? Because only that Saviour in the night breaks the night with the light of life. 

Amen.

John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 3rd July, 2005







�   Davis also notes the jerkiness and chronological disruption of the narrative here. He makes a good point well, but I think he sees it as still rather too personal and merely exemplary and misses the national and kingdom perspective.


�   Breakfast, TV1, this past week.


�   Consulting mediums or spiritists is proscribed in Leviticus 19:31; 20:6 and Deuteronomy 18:10-12 and the death penalty for such is prescribed in Lev.20:27.


�   This would explain why there were two high priests at one time in 2 Samuel 15:24-29,35; 19:11 and 1 Chronicles 16:3 (cf.5:35 & 6:38).


�   Ellison.


�   Paul is working out of Deuteronomy 32:17.


�   Deuteronomy 13:1-4; 2 Thessalonians 2:9.


�   S G de Graaf, Promise & Deliverance. The Belgic Confession also understands the books which are opened in Revelation 20:12f., and by which all mankind will be judged, to be the conscience (Article 37).


�   Keil, who does not agree with Luther & Calvin, speaks of their view as follows; "The fathers, reformers, and earlier Christian theologians, with very few exceptions, assumed that there was not a real appearance of Samuel, but only an imaginary one. According to the explanation given by Ephraem Syrus, an apparent image of Samuel was presented to eye of Saul through demoniacal arts. Luther & Calvin adopted the same view, & the earlier Protestant theologians followed them in regarding the apparition as nothing but a diabolical spectre, a phantasm, or a diabolical spectre in the form of Samuel, & Samuel's announcement as nothing but a diabolical revelation made by divine permission, in which truth is mixed with falsehood. Thus Luther says (in his work upon abuses of the Mass, 1522): 'The raising of Samuel by a soothsayer or witch was certainly merely a spectre of the devil; not only because the Scriptures state that it was effected by a woman who was full of devils (for who could believe that the souls of believers, who are in the hand of God, Ecclus.3:1, and in the bosom of Abraham, Luke 16:32, were under the power of the devil, and of simple men?), but also because it was evidently in opposition to the command God that Saul & the woman inquired of the dead. The Holy Ghost cannot do anything against this himself, nor can he help those in opposition to it.' Calvin also regards the apparition as only a spectre (Hom.100 in 1 Sam.): 'It is certain,' he says, 'that it was not really Samuel, for God would never have allowed his prophets be subjected to such diabolical conjuring. For here is a sorceress calling up the dead from the grave. Does anyone imagine that God wished his prophet to be exposed to such ignominy; as if the devil had power over the bodies & souls of the saints which are in his keeping? The souls of the saints are said to rest and live in God, waiting for their happy resurrection. Besides, are we to believe that Samuel took his cloak with him into the grave? For all these reasons, it appears evident that the apparition was nothing more than a spectre, and that the senses of the woman herself were so deceived, that she thought she saw Samuel, whereas it really was not he.'"


   These are weighty authorities to disagree with! Yet I have a question: where is the error mixed with truth in the conversation between Saul and whomever? This in itself would not answer the question for the reason that the devil may speak truth and does perform lying wonders. However, every word of 'Samuel' is solemn warning completely consonant with all he has said to Saul before. After some questions about this in the discussion time we have after the evening Service, I looked up another resource I had not thought of during the week, Gleason Archer's Encyclopedia of Biblical Difficulties, and I find he thinks along the same lines I do. This is also Keil's view; in fact, upon re-reading, I see it was Keil who drew my attention to Ezekiel 14. I am not claiming 1 Samuel 28 to be a literal fulfilment of Ezekiel 14; for that matter, we don't know what a fulfilment of Ezekiel 14 would be. God simply says there: Fool around with idols and then come and ask me for help through one of my prophets and you might get more than you bargained for! I see that principle operating in just such an analogous way in 1 Samuel 28.


�   Although the text indicates the woman saw Samuel; vv.12,14,15,16,20.


�   de Graaf. Or, as Ellison ruefully remarks, "Saul, like not a few others, had to have guidance, not out of love for God but for fear of making mistakes. When they think they know the right course, they will ask no one, but it is almost impossible to stir them when they are in doubt."


�  Baldwin makes another excellent point in relation to this. The woman "was astute enough to realise that Saul was in no mood to eat, hence her reasoned argument that, since she had risked her life for him, he should be willing to do something for her." And she goes on to quote Beuken; "But unwittingly she herself has disclosed to him the deepest meaning of her invitation: 'Hearken to me as I have hearkened to you' (vv.21f). In a grieving manner she amplifies the accusation of Samuel: 'Because you did not hearken to YHWH ... therefore YHWH has done this thing to you this day' (v.18). Saul realises he has landed in a situation which resembles a covenant with the medium instead of with YHWH."


�   This point is confessedly extra to chapter 28; and thus the sermon is not strictly textual. But without it the text is wholly dark.
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